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BETTING  YOUR  LIFE  ON  GOD 


To  get  my  subject  before  you,  I  should  like  to 
report  three  incidents.   One  involves  a  small  town 
atheist.   One  involves  a  university  co-ed.   One  in- 
volves an  anonymous  caller  on  a  radio  talk  show. 

In  a  small  mid-western  community  there  lives  a 
convinced  and  convincing  atheist  who  holds  a  full  pro- 
fessorship in  a  Big  Ten  University.   One  day  he  was 
invited  by  a  student  pastor  to  address  a  meeting  of 
Christians.   The  place  was  jammed;  it  was  confrontation 
time.   The  guest  spoke  flawlessly  for  about  half  an 
hour  to  the  point  that  no  one  can  prove  the  existence 
of  God.   When  he  finished  he  asked,  "Are  there  any 
questions?"  Silence.   "Well,  do  you  agree  or  do  you 
disagree?"  More  silence.   At  last  a  frail  gentleman 
with  a  thin  voice  spoke  up:   "I  guess  we  agree. 
Thatrs  why  we  are  trying  to  live  the  life  of  faith." 

A  college  junior  came  in  to  see  a  minister  and 
got  directly  to  what  was  on  her  mind:   "I  can  explain 
my  life,"  she  said,  "in  physical  and  bio-chemical 
terms.   I'm  here  because  one  night  my  father  and  mother 
slept  together.   My  personality  traits  and  aptitutdes 
derive  from  my  glands  and  genes.   And  it's  only  an 
accident  that  I'm  in  this  school.   I  chanced  to  meet  up 
four  years  ago  with  someone  who  had  gone  here  and 
liked  it."   The  minister  replied:   "I  could  interpret 
my  life  that  way  too,  but  I  choose  not  to.   I  admit 
that  my  choosing  not  to  is  an  act  of  faith." 

It  must  be  all  of  a  dozen  years  now  since  it 
happened.   The  United  Presbyterian  Church's  General 
Assembly  was  meeting  in  Minneapolis  and  somehow  an 
invitation  was  given  to  me  to  participate  in  a  radio 
talk  show  answering  questions.   The  program  was  to  run 
for  90  minutes  and  since  I  had  never  done  anything 
like  that  before  I  was  apprehensive.   I  began  to  bone 
up  on  what  might  be  asked  of  a  minister  in  that  situ- 
ation.  I  thought  of  questions  like  these:   Where  did 
God  come  from?  Why  is  the  church  so  rich?  Where  did 


Cain  get  his  wife?     How   come   Jesus'    parents  were   so 
poor   if   they   got   all   that   gold,    frankincese   and  myrrh? 
How  do  you  explain   the   Trinity? 

The   "On  The  Air"    light  went  on  and   the    calls    came 
in    .      The   very    first   one  was    from  a  man  who   said, 
"Hello,    hello.      Am  I    talking    to  Mr.    Campbell?"      "Yes," 
I   responded.      "Why   can't  we  have    legalized   gambling 
here   in  Minnesota?"      In  an  effort   to    collect  myself 
and   figure   out  where  he  was    coming   from,    I   replied, 
"You  know,    I   used   to   gamble   rather  heavily  myself. 
But  one   day   I    decided   to    go   for  broke   and  bet  my   life 
on   God!"      But  he  wasn't  buying   any   theology!      He   said, 
"That's   not  what   I  mean.      I'm  going  out    to  Nevada  in 
two  weeks.      I'll  probably   leave    five   or  six  hundred 
dollars    there.      Why   shouldn't   I  be   able   to  spend  it 
here   in  my   own  state?" 


Everyone    lives  by    faith.      That   is,    everyone    lives 
on   the  basis   of  assumptions,    intuitions   and  proposi- 
tions   that   cannot  be   proven.      The  hedonist   takes    for 
granted   the   validity   of   the   pleasure  principle.      How 
does   she  know   there   is   no  higher   good? 

The  scientist  assumes  that  his  work  matters,  that 
whatever  he  discovers  will  be  universally  valid,  that 
what  he  finds  out  will  be  shared  and  added  to  a  sig- 
nificant body  of  knowledge.  But  how  does  he  know  that 
any  part  of  the  human  experience  has  any  lasting  mean- 
ing at   all. 

Reformers    of  every  kind  assume    that  people    count 
for  something,    that   they  have    certain  inalienable 
rights:      the    right    to    live,    the   right    to  be    free,    the 
right    to    learn.      But  how   do  we   know?      Many  kings    and 
philosophers  have    thought  otherwise.      Everyone   lives 
by    faith.      Each   of   us   acts    on  more   than  she    can  prove. 

It   is    neither  surprising  nor  unique    that    Chris- 
tians   live  by    faith.      What    distinguishes    Christians 
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is  not  the  fact  of  their  faith,  but  the  substance  and 
content  of  it.   Not  that  they  believe  but  what  or 
whom  they  believe.   So  Abraham  goes  out  "not  knowing 
whither  he  goes"  and  becomes  the  father  of  the  faith- 
ful. Having  heard  and  believed  a  promise  he  became  a 
pilgrim. 

Obviously  this  is  never  in  any  time  or  place  for 
any  person  -  high  or  low  -  an  easy  thing.   There  are 
some  parts  of  the  country  in  which  newspapers  feature 
a  Scripture  verse  of  the  day.   Usually  some  minister 
in  the  county  submits  it  and  his  name  is  appended  at 
the  bottom.   It  would  not  be  hard  to  imagine  a  situa- 
tion where  on  the  very  front  page  the  verse  appeared 
"~  neatly  boxed~in:   "The  Lord  is  good  and  greatly 
to  be  praised."   —  Submitted  by  the  Rev.  John  Strong 
of  the  Pilgrim  Baptist  Church.   Yet  on  that  same  page 
in  ghastly  juxtaposition,  there  would  be  stories  of 
muggings,  rapings,  murders,  political  chicanery, 
droughts,  plagues,  fires  and  a  Heinz  variety  of 
infidelities  and  lies. 

Is  God  around?   Is  God  good?   It  takes  faith  to 
believe  it.   It  takes  faith  to  deny  it  too.   Everyone 
lives  by  faith. 


The  second  point  is  that  all  faith  entails  risk- 
It  is  a  gamble.   This  is  what  Studdert  Kennedy  was 
saying  so  graphically  in  those  lines  that  appeared  in, 
The  Unutterable  Beauty! 

"How  do  I  know  that  God  is  good?   I  don't 
I  gamble  like  a  man.   I  bet  my  life 
Upon  one  side  in  life's  great  war.   I  must, 
I  can't  stand  out.   I  must  take  sides.   The  man 
Who  is  a  neutral  in  this  fight  is  not 
A  man."  1 

All  faith  entails  risk.  What  risk?  Well,  the 
risk  of  being  wrong.   The  risk  of  shutting  out  other 
perceptions  of  reality.   The  risk  of  sitting  loose  to 
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disturbing  evidence.      The   risk   of   an  overly   narrow 
reading  of  history.      The   risk  of  wasting  our  years    in 
service   to   a   fantasy.      Imagine  believing   for   a   life- 
time  in  white   supremacy  and  discovering  at   the  end  that 
God  is   black!  ! 

All   faith  entails    risk,    including    the   Christian's 
faith.      We've   done   a  rather   thorough  job   of   obscuring 
this    truth.      You'd  never   guess   by   coming   to   Riverside 
on  a   Sunday  morning,    or  any   other   time   for    that  matter, 
that   there   is   a   sizeable   risk  attached   to  everything 
we   do.      Our  programs   and  services   run  so   smoothly.      We 
debate   only  ways   and  means .      We   never   debate  whether. 

The   strategy  here,    and  in  every   church,    is  what 
might  be    called  an   "as   if"    strategy.      We   teach  our 
young  as   if   the    faith  were    true .      We   sing  in   church 
as   if   God  were  present    to  be  worshipped.      We   pray  as   if 
his   power  were   a   caring,    loving  power.      We    carry   the 
banner   of  a    thousand   different   causes   into  a  badgered 
world  as   if    they  mattered.      We    cherish  Biblical   religion 
as   if   it  had    the  myths    and  promises    to  see   us    through. 
We   reverence   and   obey   the   Christ   as   if    the   power   of 
his    death   and  resurrection   could  save   us    from  all    deaths 
—  present   and   to   come. 

How  easy   it  must   all  seem  on   the   surface.      But 
to    those  who   do   not  believe  we  must  always   say,   You 
could  be    right.      And  so   they   could! 

Kennedy   goes   on  in  his   poem  and  asks, 
"How  is    it  proved? 
It  isn't  proved,    you   fool,    it   can't  be 

proved. 
How   can  you  prove   a  victory  before 
It's  won?     How  can  you  prove  a  man  who 

leads , 
To  be   a   leader  worth    the    following, 
Unless   you   follow    to    the   death  —  and   out 
Beyond  mere    death,    which   is    not   anything 
But   Satan's    lie    upon  eternal   life? 
Well  —   God's   my    leader,    and   I  hold   that  He 
Is    good,    and   strong  enough   to  work  His   plan 
And  purpose   out    to   its   appointed  end."      2 
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Everyone  lives  by  faith.   All  faith  entails  risk. 

«     -k  -k 

This  is  our  last  Sunday  before  Lent.   Hopefully 
in  the  40  days  that  begin  this  Wednesday  we  will  draw 
closer  to  Christ.   If  so,  we  will  discover  in  him  one 
who  risked  it  all.   There  is  an  intriguing  verse  in 
Hebrews  12  where  the  writer  exhorts  us  to  look  to 
Jesus  "the  pioneer  and  perfecter  of  our  faith,  who  for 
the  joy  that  was  set  before  him  endured  the  cross, 
caring  nothing  for  its  shame,  and  is  seated  at  the 
right  hand  of  God."  (Heb .  12:2)   What  a  strange  con- 
text for  the  word  joy!   Perhaps  the  reason  for  Jesus' 
joy,  even  as  he  faced  toward  the  cross,  is  because 
only  those  who  risk  it  all  know  what  joy  is  about. 

Think  with  me  about  the  possibility  that  our 
religion  today  is  a  joyless,  listless,  take-it-or- 
leave-it  business,  because  we  have  hedged  our  bet  and 
risked  so  little.   In  the  old  Astor  Hotel  downtown 
they  had  two  paintings  of  Peter  Stuyvesant.   Any 
youngster  who  was  raised  in  New  York  City  schools  will 
remember  that  Stuyvesant  had  a  wooden  leg.   Apparently 
as  time  went  on  it  became  a  matter  of  doubt  as  to 
which  leg  it  was.   Thus,  in  the  lobby  of  the  Astor, 
one  depiction  of  Stuyvesant  showed  him  with  a  pegged 
left  leg,  while  across  the  way  another  likeness  showed 
him  with  a  pegged  right  leg.   I  would  call  that  hedg- 
ing your  bet!   You  can  never  be  altogether  wrong  like 
that,  but  you  can  never  be  altogether  right. 

My  question  is,  how  much  does  our  faith  affect 
our  lives?  How  we  live  reveals  how  much  we  have 
wagered  on  the  kingdom.   I  said  a  few  weeks  ago,  and 
I  continue  to  believe  it,  that  a  silent  movie  of 
Jesus'  life  would  be  more  convincing  than  a  tape  re- 
cording of  his  owrds .   This  is  true.   We  have  a  way 
of  talking  a  good  wager,  or  thinking  a  good  wager, 
and  assuming  that  our  thoughts  and  words  add  up  to 
risk . 

If  you  will  pardon  an  out  of  season  sporting 
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reference,    every  Monday  morning   during   the   National 
Football   League  season   the  various    teams   sit   down  in 
a   locker  room  to   view    the    film  of    the  previous    day's 
game.      Missed  assignments   and  bungled  plays   show  up 
large   and   clear.      Bear   in  mind  that   the  movie   is   a 
silent  movie.      The   players  have   no   chance   to   reach 
for  a  microphone   to   rationalize   or  explain  away  what 
happened.      The   only  voice   ever  heard  is    the   voice   of 
the    coach  who  might  say   to    the  projectionist,      "Run 
that   one   again.      Let  Harry  see  how  bad     he  blew  it." 
So   there  you  sit.      What  you  meant    to   do   on   that  busted 
play  you  never   did  because  you   thought  you  heard  a 
whistle   and  stopped.      But  you   can't   say   it.      Or  maybe 
your   cleat    got  caught  as   you  made  your  move  and  your 
ankle   gave  way.      But  you  can't   say   it.      No  mental 
reconstructions   are   allowed.      You  just    look   on   and 
watch   as    the   action   is   played  back.      This   is  how  we 
measure    the   size   of   our  wager,    by    the   story   of   our 
life  minus   speech. 

John  Henry  Newman  wrote   about    the   difference 
between  notional  assent    that   says,    "Of   course,    there's 
a   God,"   and  real   assent   that   generates   power    for 
living.      So  much   of  our  religion  is    in  words   and  ideas. 
Some   of   us  have   done    tremendously  well  analyzing  race 
and  hunger   and  poverty.      But   they're   still  hungry  out 
there!      They're  still   in  prison!      They're   still  naked! 
They're   still  sick!      They're   still  alienated!      And  we 
don't    look  all   that   troubled  —   do  we? 

A  few  weeks   ago  we   paid   tribute   to  Albert 
Schweitzer   from   this   pulpit.      Some   good   friends    felt 
that  we  had  excessively  eulogized   the  man   and  success- 
fully  concealed  his    faults.      I    think  I  know   Schweit- 
zer's   faults.      Of   Teutonic  stock,    he  was   a  bit   imper- 
ious.     He    did  not  quite    reproduce   the   Mayo   Clinic  in 
Africa.      He  was    too    concerned  about   one-to-one   righ- 
teousness  and  rather   naive   about   systems   and  structures 
But    the    reason  why   I   eulogized  him  unconditionally, 
and  would   do   so   again  today,    is   because  he   is    just 
about   the   only  Protestant    I  know   in  the    20th    Century, 
with   universal  visibility,   who  backed  his    convictions 
with  his    life!      We  have  been   concerned  historically 
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with  orthodoxy.      But   the   issue    today  is   orthopraxis   — 
whether  we   are  backing  what  we   say  we  believe  with  a 
distinctly   different  way   of   life. 

I   lied  on    that   radio  program  in  Minneapolis.      I 
haven't  bet  my   life   on   God.      I've  bet   only   a  portion 
of  it.      There   are   times,    I    confess,  when   I    think  my 
religion  is    a  mere   appendage   to   a  very   comfortable 
life.      If  you  let  me   explain  my   life   I    can   close   the 
gap.      But   if  you  just   look  at   it,   you've   got  me. 

Is    there    really   any   difference  between  how  I   spend 
my  money  and  how  my  pagan  neighbors   spend   theirs?      Is 
there   all   that  much   difference  between  how  I   spend  my 
time   and  how   they   spend   theirs?      Is   there  any   appre- 
ciable  difference  between  what   angers   or  pleases   me   and 
angers   and  pleases    them?      Is   there   a  discernible 
difference  between  the   associations    to  which   I   give 
myself  and  those   in  which   they  have  become   involved. 

I   don't  have   answers    for   this,    only   the   questions. 
I'll  not   speak   for  you,    only   for  myself,    and  that   to 
wonder   aloud  whether    folks  who  watched  a  silent  movie 
of  my   life  would  know  on  which   side   I  have  wagered  and 
for  how  much? 

"I   can't   stand   out.      I  must   take   sides.      The  man 
Who   is   a  neutral  in  this    fight   is   not 
A  man. . ." 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

God,    forgive  us  our  hesitancy  and  fear; 
our  almost  believing, 
our  almost  daring 3 
our  almost  going  all  the  way. 

Draw  near  to  us  this  Lenten- ti  de  3 

The  better  to  'press  Thy   claims  upon  us; 
The  more  clearly  to  evoke  from  us 
an  unconditional  yes. 

Through  Jesus   Christ  our  Lord.  Amen. 
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